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For my family









Prologue


The drought started in the West. We watched on the news as the waters dropped in the reservoirs and lakes, and their secrets and ghosts slowly emerged. The Great Salt Lake was suddenly in danger of disappearing, threatening to release the toxic dust hidden at the bottom. Skeletons surfaced from the edges of a shrinking Lake Mead—in barrels, in boats, bare bones scattered on a dried-out shoreline. Missing persons, finally found. Unknown crimes, suddenly uncovered.


We watched from the safety of our enclave on the East Coast, where freshwater rivers cut down the mountain, sustaining our lake, our community. We watched from our living room couches, with lush forests of trees right outside the windows, the promise of the green North Carolina landscape. We thought ourselves protected, immune.


It came here on a delay, like everything else—the latest fashions, high-speed internet.


And then slowly, the rotted wood beneath the docks became visible, soft and black. Boats were raised up into dock houses, or anchored farther out, where they drifted back and forth like ghost ships in the night.


We were told not to water the grass, not to launch a boat onto the lake from Gemma’s Creek, not to worry. Even as more things slowly started appearing: branches and trunks, reaching out from the surface; sunken beer bottles wedged into the newly exposed mud.


In the West, there were the bodies. But here, we were less flashy, less prone to drama and sensation. We preferred our crimes quiet, our cases closed—that was my father’s motto. He was the last of a dying breed, I thought. A detective who got no shot of adrenaline from either the chase or the justice. So very different from the craving of my youth: Give me a wrong, so that I may punish.


So when the drought finally arrived, I supposed it was fitting that the first thing to attract attention was not a body or a barrel or a bone. It was something quieter—something we didn’t understand at first.


Quieter, but no less dangerous.









Part 1


Father









Chapter 1




62 Days without Rain


Wednesday, May 15


5:30 p.m.


Precipitation: Zero





They raised the car from the lake on the same day as my father’s memorial, two unrelated but equally newsworthy events: Something lost. Something found.


My father had been gone for over three weeks, and in the days since, I’d found myself measuring time differently. A recalibration. A new reality.


I listened to the weather reports each morning on the radio in Charlotte—sixty-two days without rain—and thought, instead, Twenty-three days without him.


It seemed like half the town had come out for the celebration of life—crowding the deck of his favorite restaurant, raising a glass (or two, or three) to the portrait of Detective Perry Holt—while the other half was gathered around an inlet on the opposite side of Mirror Lake, watching as the salvage company hooked a crane to the car that had been spotted below the surface a few days earlier.


All I could think was: Of course this is happening now.


I’d always suspected that my father alone had held things together by sheer force of will—not only in our family but in the entire town. And without his careful gaze, his steady oversight, everything had shifted off-kilter.


Even for this, he had left us his guidance. A cremation instead of a burial. A party instead of a funeral. Food covered by the department. Drinks on him.


But the discovery of the car was big news in a small town, and no one had seemed sure what to do, with the outside world watching. It had made headlines all the way in Charlotte, even: the water level of Mirror Lake had dropped to the lowest it had been in decades, and a fisherman had practically run up on top of the sunken vehicle.


There was no evidence of a crash—no bent metal or crushed vegetation at the curve of road above the inlet—so the rumor spreading through the crowd was that the old rusted sedan must’ve been there for years, before the addition of the new guardrail. Apparently, a dive crew had been out to inspect the car the day it was found, but saw nothing inside.


And yet, it had the air of something I couldn’t quite put my finger on: a sign of things emerging, changing.


A warning, that things were beginning here too.


There was something in the air, keeping everyone on edge: a buzzing of insects in the muddy puddles beneath the deck; the setting sun glaring sharply off the surface of the water, so we had to squint just to look at one another; leaves, dry and brittle and churned up in the wind, falling to earth at the wrong time of year.


This wasn’t how things were supposed to go.


There were supposed to be stories on the mic set up beside the bar, for anyone who felt moved to speak. We were supposed to find solace in the liquor, and the laughter—a release, an acceptance. Perry Holt was gone too soon, and it wasn’t fair, but my god, what a life he had lived.


So many people here attributed their lives to him. Whether he’d pulled them out of danger, or pushed them toward the help he knew they needed—today, we were supposed to remember it all. But now news of the car was splitting everyone’s attention and sense of responsibility and propriety.


For every comment of He was such a good man, a good leader, a good role model booming from the sound system, there was a quieter whisper carried in the crowd around me.


It’s coming up.


No license plate. No VIN.


Stolen and dumped, probably.


While the youngest Murphy girl—now a few years out of high school—told the story of how my father found her drifting in the middle of the lake as a kid, her tube cut loose from the dock, I heard the group to my side taking bets on what they’d find inside the trunk.


A body. Stolen goods. A gun.


I turned to stare, hoping to shame them into silence, but they were looking toward the entrance instead, where a group of uniformed officers had gathered in the doorway.


It didn’t help that a lot of the people here were presently or formerly connected to law enforcement, either by profession or family ties. Or that men and women in uniform kept rotating in, alternating between paying their respects and relaying updates to my brothers.


Both of whom had suddenly disappeared again.


I didn’t blame them.


I was pretty sure I’d find them on the long sliver of deck at the side of the building—the only reprieve from the crowd.


I saw Caden first, pacing back and forth, all frenetic energy. He paused periodically to hold his phone out over the water, trying to catch a signal. Any other day, he’d be out there himself. He’d been the very first on scene; the call about the car came in while he was working his normal shift on lake patrol.


Gage, meanwhile, remained perfectly still, arms resting on the wooden railing as he stared out at the water. From a distance, he looked so much like our father it stopped my heart: sharp nose, prominent jaw, dark cropped hair. Heavy slanted eyebrows that gave everything he said an air of gravity.


I slid up beside him, mirroring his posture. How many years had I mimicked him, idolized him, revered him as the hero of my youth? He let me follow him around far longer than most older brothers might, and I relished his praise: Hazel can climb that tree; and Hazel will jump from that bridge; and Hazel can beat you in a race.


All I’d had to do was show up, and prove him right. Now I tried to mirror not only his position but his emotions. Find the balance. Rise to the moment. Like our father, Gage was always the responsible one—and now he found himself in a new role not only in the department but in our family. Maybe that was the curse of being the oldest.


“Are we hiding out?” I asked, as Caden’s footsteps retreated down the deck.


Gage tilted his head to the side, squinting. “We’re hiding out.”


Then I could feel Caden’s footsteps getting closer again—a metronome, keeping time.


He stopped pacing behind us. “Mel’s trying to send pictures. They’re not coming through.” I could see the pent-up energy in his stance, though his expression remained calm, controlled. The things he could hide under his cherub-shaped face, even at twenty-seven, with the dimpled cheek, and his brown hair swooped to the side, like he was still on the cusp of adulthood.


“What’s going on out there?” I asked.


If anyone would be able to distinguish the facts from the rumors, it was my brothers—both of them had proudly followed our father onto the force. Though Gage would probably be the only one to tell me. Caden and I got along best when I remembered to bite my tongue, and he remembered to ignore me. Today, we were both mostly doing our part.


Gage was tall and lean-muscled, where Caden was more broad-shouldered and stocky. The only discernible features they shared were the color of their deep blue eyes and the low tenor of their voices. The Holt voice, my dad had called it, though his had turned more gravelly as he aged.


“Probably some insurance scam,” Gage said, dark eyebrows knitted together. “The guardrail was installed fifteen years ago. The car must’ve been there for a while.”


I knew that stretch of road, right before the narrow, single-lane bridge. “It’s easy to lose control there,” I said. I remembered the warning myself, from when I was learning to drive. My father’s echo: Careful. Slow it down, Hazel.


It had always been a dangerous bend, especially in the night.


The township of Mirror Lake didn’t believe in streetlights or painted center lines or regular pothole maintenance, it seemed. It did believe in respecting the natural geography that had existed before, which was why the roads forked sharply, banked unevenly, rose steeply. The side roads were generally only wide enough for one vehicle at a time. Growing up here, we had learned to be both cautious and aggressive, to maneuver through tight spaces, to step on the gas before someone else did first.


So driving was a dangerous activity, especially for someone from out of town.


I imagined someone speeding around the bend, unfamiliar with the dark mountain curves, the dark mountain roads, tires losing traction—how quickly something could sink below the surface, unnoticed.


“There was no one inside the car, Hazel,” Gage answered. “They checked.”


“Could’ve escaped,” I said. I closed my eyes and saw it: someone clawing their way out of the vehicle as it sank. Their head finally emerging above water—that first, primal gasp.


“Yeah, well, no one called it in, if so. And the plates were removed. Seems more likely it was dumped there on purpose. It’s a convenient spot.” Gage was logical, pragmatic, levelheaded. All things that made him a good detective now. It was always so easy to believe him.


It made sense: here was a place no one would go looking.


Caden glanced up briefly from his phone. “I can’t believe it’s been there that long. I used to jump from that spot in high school.”


Gage rubbed the side of his chin. “Me too,” he said.


I shuddered. We had all jumped off the rocks at the edge of that curve, when the summer sun got too hot, and we were desperate for something to happen, despite the warnings from the adults. I could still feel the cold shock of that pocket of water, always in the shade no matter the time of day, the feetfirst plunge, and how the bottom seemed so endlessly far away.


How close had we come? How many of us had brushed up against a strip of metal and thought boulder or branch. How many of us had imagined something else instead?


“Jesus,” Caden said, holding his cell closer to his face. He stopped breathing for a moment, his only tell. And then his eyes narrowed. “Someone really needs to help with the crowd control over there.”


I tried to peer over his shoulder at the screen, but he was already on his way. He quickly rounded the corner back toward the guests.


Apparently by someone, he meant himself. I couldn’t believe he was leaving like this.


“Seriously?” I began. “Dad would—”


“Dad would be out there himself,” Gage cut in, squinting at the water, the surrounding mountains reflecting off the hazy surface. “And you know it.”


I did. Over the years, I’d watched our father leave the dinner table for a break-in; a birthday party for an overdose; a soccer game for a high-speed chase. He made no excuses or apologies. We all understood that his responsibilities stretched beyond the boundaries of our family.


“You should head home too, Hazel,” Gage said, turning back to face me. “This is only going to get worse. Everyone knows you’ve got a long trip back.”


Two hours, really. But Charlotte might as well have been a different world from Mirror Lake. I was a different person out there, without the anchor of history.


“You sure?” I asked. “I feel like I should stay to help clean up. . . .”


But Gage shook his head, releasing me. “Drive safe,” he said, like my father would do. “And, Hazel?” He looked at me with wide-open eyes, a wide-open expression. “Don’t be a stranger, okay? He wouldn’t want that.”


I forced a small smile, even as a wave of panic gripped me from nowhere. I felt, then, the finality of this moment; I wasn’t ready.


“You should be so lucky,” I said before turning away, eyes burning.


Even as I joked, I wondered what would next bring me back. Thanksgiving? My niece’s birthday in the summer, maybe, if Caden invited me? I felt untethered, ungrounded. All the emotions I’d fought to contain today suddenly fighting for the surface.


I kept my head down, weaving through the crowd, a study in evasion. Eyes forward, stride confident, hoping no one stopped me. It didn’t help matters that I was the only one in black amid a sea of khakis and floral. Or that I looked like I was dressed for a business meeting—tailored A-line dress, blazer, stacked heels—while the rest of the guests had arrived in what I could only call Lake Casual.


I grabbed the bag I’d stowed behind the counter and slipped into the restroom. I wanted to change before the drive home—I had plans to swing by our latest renovation project on the way, which was still an active construction site. I needed to focus on something else, to let my work consume me again.


The bathroom was down a dimly lit, wood-paneled hall, and my vision was still adjusting to the change as I pushed through the door and nearly collided with the person on the way out.


“Oh.” A hand on my shoulder, to brace herself. A whiff of coconut. A curtain of hair.


Even in the dark, I would know: Jamie.


She slowly removed her hand from the front of my shoulder, then ran it through the ends of her long, honey-colored hair, an old nervous habit. “Hazel,” she said, locking eyes with mine. Her voice was like something sharp and piercing, straight to the heart. Maybe it was because my guard was already down, or my nerves too exposed, or because I was already hovering so close to the edge. Her attention shifted to the bag in my hands. “Are you leaving?”


“Yeah. Just changing first.” I gestured to my outfit. “No one told me the dress code.” Jamie wore a spring floral dress and beige sandals.


A twitch of her lip—an almost smile. A portal to another time, before her gaze slid away again. She stepped to the side, closer to the exit.


And then, because I didn’t know where to go from here: “Is Skyler around?” My six-year-old niece was always a welcome distraction.


“She’s outside with some of the department kids.” She cleared her throat. “Are you coming back this weekend?”


“For what?” I asked.


She frowned, peering at the door. “Caden said they’re cleaning out the house. I thought you knew.”


This was what happened when you were the only one who left home. I had to hear about things secondhand, default to my brothers’ preferences, concede to their decisions.


I shook my head, grief giving way to anger—a familiar and welcome slide. “When?” I asked, louder than necessary.


“Sunday.”


I did my best not to look surprised. Maybe Gage forgot to tell me in the chaos of the day.


Sometimes Jamie mentioned things in a way that sounded offhand but seemed almost intentional instead. As if she was still trying to bridge the gap between me and Caden.


Or maybe I was being too generous, blinded by nostalgia and the years of friendship that had once sustained us.


Back when we were in high school, Jamie used to say I had an A-plus asshole radar—warning her of the boys who would let us down; the teacher who would not give second chances; the classmates who would take particular pleasure in our missteps. But I felt my instincts went to something deeper than that, like I could see what was underneath—less action, more intention.


Unfortunately, it never rubbed off on Jamie, considering she married my brother Caden.


“Thanks,” I called as she opened the door. “I’ll be there.”


*


After changing, I thought about going out to find Gage, tell him I’d be back Sunday—but there was currently a straight shot to the exit, the sun was setting, and this celebration was quickly becoming something else.


I had started to get that subtle, creeping feeling—like the walls were closing in, and I needed to escape. A reminder of why I’d left in the first place.


Stay too long, and you became exactly what Mirror Lake decided you would be.


Out front, the department kids were playing a game of hide-and-seek in the trees. One of their mothers leaned against the wooden railing, keeping tabs on them, like mine had once done. I caught a flash of Skyler’s blond hair rushing past, and saw, instead, a group of us racing through these woods, a generation before.


I kept moving.


How quickly the past could grasp on to you here, and pull.


*


The dirt parking lot was overflowing, and several vehicles were combing the area, looking for free space. I raised a hand to the nearest car as I walked to my SUV, gestured I was heading out. I had gotten the last viable spot at the edge of the lot, half my car fully in the woods, tucked under the branches of a large oak.


The driver’s side window lowered as the bright blue car slowly pulled up behind mine.


“Hi,” he said. A familiar voice, a familiar face.


I froze, shoulders tensing.


Last I saw Nico Pritchard, he was driving away in a different car, and doing his best not to make eye contact.


I paused, one hand on my car door. “Hi,” I repeated.


“Sorry I’m late, I got held up,” he said. And then, when I didn’t respond: “Been a while, Hazel.”


Two years and two months, but who was counting?


“Yeah, guess it has,” I said, like I hadn’t just done the math. “Lucky timing on the parking spot, though.”


He drummed his long fingers on the steering wheel, as if debating his next words. “Seems like I keep just missing you,” he said.


I nodded. We’d been just missing each other for over two years, at holidays and family visits and birthday parties; I just wasn’t sure which of us was the more active player.


It was a feat, considering he was Gage’s oldest friend, and he still owned the house on the same inlet as my dad, bordering our property.


The pattern of evasion was broken only with the message he’d sent me the night my father had died: Hazel, I’m so sorry.


He’d been away on vacation when it happened. Even then we’d missed each other.


There was a time that Nico was anywhere Gage went, and was nearly as much a part of my childhood. Our fathers had been partners on the force—a different type of family, I supposed.


“Well,” I said, “good to finally run into you.”


It was, and it wasn’t.


For years growing up, I had been singularly focused on Nico Pritchard. Attuned to the careful way he did everything, from baiting a fishing line to saying my name. The way he pronounced each syllable carefully, not letting the second half get swallowed up, like everyone else. The innocent look of his wide brown eyes, like he was always trying to take everything in, quietly and carefully, to file away for later. The shape of his down-turned mouth, so that his sudden smile was both a surprise and a game changer.


My infatuation was obvious in a way that bordered on embarrassing. As we grew older, the fact that it had been reciprocated by him was not nearly as evident.


“Sorry it has to be under these circumstances,” he said. Even his words were carefully chosen. He’d managed to apologize twice in as many minutes.


“Me too,” I said. I opened my car door, before it was too late.


“Hazel, hold on,” he said.


I held on, hand tightening on the top of the door.


To my horror, Nico stepped out of his idling car: long, tailored pants; white button-down, tucked in; a silver watch that I knew had once belonged to his father; a flush along the top of his high cheekbones.


It didn’t matter how much time had passed, or how badly we’d left things the last time—whenever I saw him, I pictured him at fifteen on our swim platform; at seventeen, leaning against my bedroom door; at twenty-one, home from college, eyes slowly scanning the room, before landing on me.


“I wanted to call,” he continued, taking a step closer. “I’ve been meaning to. I just didn’t know—”


“Nico,” I said, cutting him off. “I’m sorry, but I really do need to go.”


I needed to leave before he did something terrible—like resting a hand on my shoulder; placing a thumb under my chin.


I slid into the driver’s seat, did my best at smiling. “If you can’t find Gage, he’s hiding out around the corner of the deck.”


I started the car and didn’t look back. I had learned long ago that this was the only way to truly leave.


*


Since Mirror Highway was a loop, there were technically two ways out of town. Going to the right would be faster, but turning left would take me by the scene of the salvaged car.


Sorry, Dad. It was human instinct. I wanted to see it too.


There was a slowdown before the curve, a line of cars steadily crawling forward, inch by inch. Most of the traffic seemed to be due to the line of emergency vehicles along the side of the road, and the fact that only one lane could move at a time. I could just make out a man in the distance, directing traffic past the site.


When I finally approached, I realized that it was Caden in the road, guiding us on. He was still in his khaki pants and light-blue polo. There was mud on the side of his pant leg, like he’d been pressed up against the car, checking inside. Curiosity, before crowd control.


I paused for a beat, like all the rest before me, taking in the scene beside the lake.


The guardrail had been removed and now lay curved and crooked against the trees.


The old vehicle rested at a slight angle on the side of the road, tires flattened, rubber disintegrating. I felt myself holding my breath, like I did whenever driving past a graveyard.


The car was coated in a layer of mud, like something alive, sliding off the surface, dripping onto the asphalt. I couldn’t tell the color underneath anymore, but the body was boxy and long, like something a grandparent would drive. The windows were either down or broken, and the inside was piled high with mud and grime. The trunk had been pried open, and it remained that way, like the mouth of an animal.


Goose bumps rose across my arms, the back of my neck. The car seemed like it had become something else under the surface. Something more visceral. A part of the landscape, swallowed up by it, pulsating with the place it had just been.


Caden’s face didn’t change as he waved me past.


But when I glanced in the rearview mirror, he had turned in my direction, watching me drive away.


*


My phone chimed once I had exited the town, on the weaving road toward the main highway that would bring me back to Charlotte. I thought it was probably Keira or Luke—my business partners and closest friends—checking in, updating me on the day’s progress. Making sure I was doing okay.


I peered down at the phone, and saw a message from my uncle: Did you leave?


I ignored it, but then my phone rang, the name ROY HOLT on the display. Since I’d left Mirror Lake, he’d rarely reached out. But in the years before, he’d sometimes step in for my father when work called him away.


I answered on speaker. “Hello?” I said. A question, more than a greeting.


At first his voice was choppy, as if he was still in a dead zone himself. “Hazel?” he said, like he’d just repeated himself. “Are you still here?”


“No, I’m on the road already. I have a project I have to check in on.”


If he was calling with a lecture, I wasn’t interested. Though he’d often seemed proud that I’d set off on my own—building a business, charting my own course—he’d always had a closer relationship with my brothers. Caden left already too, was what I wanted to say.


“I was hoping to catch you before you left.” A beat of silence, as he searched for what to say next. “I’m the executor of the estate, Hazel,” he said, voice low, as if he was trying to find someplace quiet to have this conversation.


It made sense, since he was the only lawyer in the family. He’d begun his career as a prosecutor—he and my dad used to tell stories of the old days, when the cases would pass directly from one Holt to the next. He’d since settled into family law, so of course my father would entrust this part to him. I braced myself for whatever he was about to say.


“Look,” he began, voice even lower. “There’s something in the will you should know about.”









Chapter 2




65 Days without Rain


Saturday, May 18


8:00 p.m.


Precipitation: Zero





The house is yours. With every day that passed, the tension in my shoulders only grew.


My uncle’s words had echoed in my head for the rest of the week—at work, at the gym pool, at Friday-night drinks.


The house is yours. Just yours.


Of all the things I could’ve imagined—this was the last on the list.


Do they know? I’d asked, once I’d gotten my bearings again. As if that was the place to begin. Instead of: Are you sure? Why?


I haven’t talked to them yet, he’d said. But they might. Perry’s will was discovered in his office at work last week. I wanted to tell you first—in person.


But three days had passed, and he must’ve told my brothers we had talked by now. And yet neither had said a word. Not a call, not a text. I hadn’t expected to hear from Caden, but Gage . . . I thought he might reach out, to put me at ease. To say, Of course he wanted you to have it, Hazel—he always wanted you to come back. To still be on my side.


But no one had been in contact. Jamie had said they were meeting tomorrow to clean out the house. No one had even told me the time.


I didn’t know what I’d be stepping into.


Which was why, as soon as I had finished walking through our latest open construction site at close of day Saturday, I packed an overnight bag and decided to go.


I wanted the time alone in the old house first, before my brothers arrived in the morning with their questions and their judgment.


I wanted the opportunity to take it all in, to savor the memories one last time, before we stripped them from the walls, pulled them from the shelves, boxed them into the attic. I thought a night alone would help brace me.


To understand why he’d done it.


And if I was being honest with myself, I wondered if I might find something in the house that was meant just for me.


A letter, maybe, tucked under my childhood pillow—like my mother had done, before she left.


Or if, like her, he’d given no reasonable explanation for his decision.


*


As I veered off the highway, I was reminded why I didn’t often make this trip at night. It was the way the trees closed up the view behind you with every mountain curve. And the way the streetlights turned sporadic, and then nonexistent, after the welcome sign for Mirror Lake.


The lake was nestled at the heart of a mountain valley, like the center of a bowl, and every street, every house, the entire town, was crafted with that firmly in mind. The main highway split as you approached the lake, winding up and around the border in either direction, tracing every finger, every outlet, rising and falling along with the terrain. Narrow mountain roads branched outward from the perimeter, sloping up the curves of the bowl. Houses were built into the landscape, their lower levels half buried in the earth, colors blending into the woods.


Sometimes, the wind rushing through the trees sounded like a river.


During high school, after hours of lectures from my father on the dangers of driving in the dark here, I’d made it my mission to know every bend of Mirror Highway by heart, the same way I could map the lake by memory. But it was still too easy to become disoriented in the night.


The moon reflected off the surface of the lake, and without streetlights to ground me as I rounded a curve by the water, for a moment I couldn’t tell whether I was heading down or up. I felt a flash of panic, of vertigo, before the trees blocked the view of the lake again.


I pictured that car, pulled out from the depths. How long had it been there, with no one noticing?


Something glowed faintly orange in the distance, and I wondered if this was a new safety feature, after all. But the dim bulbs of a construction sign slowly came into focus, a hazy warning: NO GUARDRAIL AHEAD.


I tapped my brakes on instinct—out of curiosity, as much as caution. As if I might see something new in the glow of my high beams. But there was just a series of orange cones in the place the guardrail should have been, and remnants of mud that hadn’t yet been washed away by a rainfall in the place the car had once rested.


The mountain wind shuddered against the side of my car, the tires threatening to drift, and I held the steering wheel a little tighter.


Careful.


One more curve, and the road slanted down over the narrower, single-lane bridge. I felt myself list sideways, from muscle memory.


No matter where you were driving in Mirror Lake, you were always circling the basin, bending toward it, like a galaxy spiraling closer to a black hole.


For years, that sensation had felt like home. Like coming back to something—to someone. Only now I was circling an absence. An abyss. Like I was traversing time instead of space, and it would be impossible to ever go back. Like crossing an event horizon.


*


My wheels churned on the loose rock and gravel as I descended the uneven slope of our driveway. We lived at the bottom of the bowl, along the far edge of the lake, on a quiet, private inlet, sheltered from view. I rode the brakes down, gravity pulling me closer.


The high beams of my SUV illuminated the flat circle of drive, the two-car garage on one side, and the structure of the main house beside it. From the front, it was a quaint ranch home, but there was another level visible only from the back, built into the slope above the lake. Everything appeared dark.


The glare from my headlights reflected in the single garage window, sharp and garish. The last time I’d been here was a blur, rushing over as soon as I got the call from Gage, voice cracking—It’s Dad. It had taken me a long moment to register what he was trying to say: He didn’t show up to work, wasn’t answering his phone. Caden went by the house and found him. Heart attack. I was already in the car by the time he finished speaking.


I hadn’t stayed over then; had driven straight back to Charlotte, terrified of the silence. Our place had always been a hub of activity, a home base for our friends, with an open-door policy that extended to half the community. It wasn’t meant to be this quiet.


I turned off the engine and let my eyes adjust to the night before I stepped outside. The glow of the moon, its reflection rippling along the surface of the lake. Stars gaining clarity in the clear sky.


And something else.


I was wrong about the house being completely dark. There was a light somewhere on the main level. Stepping out of the car, I could see the faint yellow glow through the gauzy curtains of the den.


My steps echoed in the night, rocks skittering in my wake. I approached the entrance, squinting into the window.


The house is yours.


Time snapped tightly, so that suddenly I could remember both the moment I first walked through that front door at the age of seven and the moment that I exited after my last visit home, twenty years later.


A cool breeze kicked up from the lake, the familiar scent carrying, evergreen and moss. And something faintly chemical. The exhaust from a boat; the remnants of gasoline in an emptied container. No one had been keeping an eye on things, and I was suddenly nervous about what I’d find inside.


I used the flashlight on my phone to see the keypad beside the garage. I didn’t have a key to get inside the front door. The irony: that this house should be left to me, and I had no official way to claim it.


But my father never locked the door inside the garage: Who would ever attempt to sneak into the home of respected Detective Perry Holt? He had been a permanent fixture of town, from community events to school functions. I was convinced he knew the names of every resident in town.


The numbers of the keypad lit up as I pressed the code, gears churning to lift the double doors. The dim overhead light barely illuminated the tools on the walls and crates of canned food and bottled water stacked on the floor in the corner.


I’d teased him over Christmas, asked if he was becoming a prepper, but he’d laughed and said he was just preparing for the pleasure of our company. In his defense, when we were growing up, you never knew how many people would end up here for dinner.


I returned to my car and pulled into the empty spot beside my father’s truck. Safe, now, from the threat of wind through the night, snapped branches and twigs already littering the surrounding area—an unpredictable landscape.


The drought had also brought fire warnings to the region, due to a deadly combination of low humidity and gusty winds. How quickly a spark could catch, and spread, if you weren’t careful. I stared out the garage window into the dark, watching as the branches arced against the sky.


I had a moment of panic that the inner door to the house would be locked. That Gage had been through, securing the premises. Or Caden had dropped by and turned that dead bolt, knowing I had no way inside otherwise.


But when I tried the handle, the door creaked open, like always.


Every house has a story, and every renovation, a mystery—something the prior owners are trying to fix, or cover up. Something they hoped you wouldn’t notice. An old leak, drywall patched over and painted in a slightly off-color shade. A shitty electrical job, wiring not up to code. An unpermitted addition. A secret.


I’d learned as much from my job, but I’d discovered it for myself, long ago.


In the week after Nico’s father died, when we were helping him organize, we found a hidden room. I found a hidden room, I should say, tagging along with Gage, like always.


A closet tucked inside another, crudely hollowed out in the interior of the house. Hidden behind the closet in the guest room, where, I’d learned, Nico’s father had been staying before the divorce. Hanging uniform pants covered the hidden alcove—a rectangular hole in the drywall, just wide enough for one person. We filed into the darkness. I could still see it in flashes. A red flashlight on an empty file box. Crime scene photos taped up on the wooden beams, seared into memory: pale twisted limbs, hair splayed in the dirt, blood on a broken charm bracelet, dangling from a lifeless wrist—cases the elder Nicholas Pritchard had presumably never solved, before he’d moved his family here from Raleigh, for a safer, quieter life.


A murder room, Nico had called it.


We’d been kids then—me, fifteen; Gage and Nico, seventeen—and drawn to it, standing there speechless, our hitched breathing echoing against the silence. Back then I wasn’t afraid. I felt how consumed this man had become by the need for justice, but I was at the age where I wanted to consume, to be consumed. To fall deeper into everything, as if there were something honorable, beautiful even, in the commitment.


Nico was the first to act. He pulled a photo off the wall, tore it in half as he did, pieces scattering onto the unfinished floor. I pulled down the next, and the next. Until we were in a frenzy, desperately scratching at the walls, before someone else saw them.


We didn’t speak. Gage stuffed the pieces into a trash bag before Nico’s mother got home, and we dumped it outside. A gift. A promise. It had cemented something between us all right then.


We’d walked home in silence. Until Gage finally broke it.


Hazel, he said—was all he said. We had always communicated like this, with an easy understanding. A look, behind a word.


I know, I said. I understood.


It was our first secret.


*


I stood in the dark hall of my father’s home now, feeling along the wall for the light switch. It buzzed for a moment before catching, a delayed flicker before the series of three overhead lights guided the way, one dimmer than the rest.


I started a list in my head, an instinct that was hard to shake: paint; light fixtures; add a window maybe—


I could sense the potential in a building just like I could see it in a person. Better yet, I could convince others to see it as well.


A wood floorboard popped beneath my steps, as if it had settled with the changing season. As if the house had started to shift on me. I tapped at the hardwood, checking for signs of hollowness underneath—from water damage or time. I was nervous what I’d find if I pulled up the flooring. If the issues with the house were more than just cosmetic.


Everything felt off. The ticking of the grandfather clock in the foyer, like it was moving too slowly. A staleness to the air, like the space was reverting back to its essence, wood and brick, drywall and plaster. Cold and impersonal.


At the end of the hall, I could finally see the source of the inside light.


It was my father’s reading lamp, set up narrow and snakelike over his recliner, a worn brown leather with a bookshelf behind it, stacked with equally worn mass-market mystery books. The light was glowing over his empty seat. Like a taunt, after years of him calling after me, Hazel, the lights! whenever I left a room. He always said if I ever went missing, all he’d need to do was follow the trail of lights I left behind. Standing in this empty room now, it was almost enough to make me believe in ghosts.


I flicked another switch as I passed—Old habits, Dad—and moved deeper into the house. The living room on one side, versions of us frozen in time in the pictures on the mantel: My dad in uniform, with his class from the police academy; I could still name most of them, had grown up thinking of them as my uncles and aunts and cousins. My college graduation photo. Gage’s swearing-in ceremony, my father beside him, both of them with that same dark military-style haircut—so alike, both in mannerisms and appearance. And then Caden’s, a handful of years later. He’d taken a wilder path, but he had gotten there, all the same.


The only baby pictures now were of my niece, who had the same rounded cherub face as Caden’s, the same coy smile that let him get away with everything growing up.


When I got to the kitchen, it was obvious that someone had started without me. There was a pile of loose pictures on the rounded kitchen table, already split into sections. Organized, deliberate, and at first I thought, Gage.


The box with my father’s medal was open in front of his customary seat, bronze catching the gleam of the chandelier. He’d received it many years earlier, when he saw the smoke from the Woolworth house fire and arrived before the fire trucks, barging straight in. He’d come out with a young boy in each arm and damaged lungs, a perpetually lingering cough that had become background noise, a familiarity of home. He didn’t need to display any medal for people to know who he was, what he’d done—he’d worn his heroism across his body.


Now his badge was positioned beside the medal on the table, like a centerpiece.


And there was a small wooden box I didn’t recognize, with a silver key wedged into the lock. I opened the top, and a compact handgun rested on a bed of maroon velvet inside.


“Jesus,” I muttered, letting the lid fall shut again. This wasn’t my father’s familiar service weapon. No, this was something else.


I had no idea he’d owned another gun.


This shouldn’t be left out, unsecured. This shouldn’t be left out at all.


My brothers both would’ve known how to deal with this. The fact that this was left out felt like someone making a point, instead.


Here, it’s yours. You handle it.


Caden, then.


I secured the lock, and looked for a safe place to store it. I settled on the china cabinet, which held no china, and never had. Instead, there was a collection of liquors and various specialty cups and shot glasses brought back from vacations, or gifted by others. I slid the box out of sight on the lower level, then dropped the key into a pewter beer stein with a shamrock on the upper shelf.


The wind blew outside, whistling through the weatherworn window seals. The deck seemed to shudder against the house, and a sharp clang came from somewhere out back—like something had come loose in the yard. A piece of the grill maybe, or one of the staked solar lights that lined the curving path down to the old dock but no longer worked.


I turned on the deck lights that hung over the glass doors and stared out into the night. The deck glowed almost white in the halo, but the ground disappeared below, into the shadows. I opened the sliding glass door and stepped out onto the deck, peering over the edge, where the stairs descended to the lower level.


There was no furniture visible, nothing that looked like it had come loose or fallen over.


The yard slanted downward toward the lake, and it seemed somehow bigger, deeper—the dark of the water even farther away.


The wind whipped through the trees, and then my hair—another clang, a little farther than I’d first thought. Someone out in the water, maybe. I leaned an arm onto the splintered wood of the deck railing, straining to see.


Shadows, slowly coming into focus in the moonlight. Things reaching out from the surface of the lake—branches, roots. And the rectangle of the swim platform, which now appeared closer than I remembered.


We used to race out there as kids, launching from the backyard, high-stepping through the muddy, silted water, before diving in. A mad-dash, gasping race that left me out of breath by the time my hand slapped onto the algae-coated edge, in triumph.


The swim platform drifted to the left in the next breeze, and the sound of metal on metal resounded once more. That’s what it was, then. The chains underneath that anchored the platform were no longer pulled taut, given the lower level of water. They twisted against one another and pulled at the connections as the platform drifted back and forth in the current.


I rubbed my upper arms, chilled by the night wind, then retreated inside and locked the slider behind me.


My father used to say you have to keep an eye on things, or they’d change on you. When I was younger, I had thought he was talking about other people, a quick bait and switch, like a magic trick. I’d thought it was a warning to stay alert, to be exacting, to not let anyone fool you. I’d thought he was talking about my mother.


But now I understood.


The way the edges of the lake kept shrinking, the yard expanding in response, roots and mud and rock emerging. A landscape reflected in a funhouse mirror, proportions off. Like it was someplace different from the one I’d once known.


I understood now that it wasn’t just the watching but the caring. How quickly everything had gone and changed on me.


I hadn’t been watching him—had missed the signs of his weakening heart, obvious only in retrospect, like so much else. And now he, too, was gone.


*


I brought my luggage inside—a single backpack, a small weekender bag—and wondered what else my brothers had already tackled.


My dad’s room was the first door off the hall, and I flipped the light switch. His closet had already been cleaned out, everything pulled off hangers, dumped into piles. Boxes from the high-up shelves were now tossed onto the floor, contents emptied.


The other two bedrooms on the main level had once belonged to Gage and Caden, though Gage’s had long been turned into a home office. Nothing appeared disturbed in either.


The flooring creaked below me as I moved—eerie in the emptiness.


Back in the living room, I opened the china cabinet once more, picked up a metallic shot glass I’d brought back from a trip to New York. There was a skyline etched into the surface.


I heard the echo of my father, opening a bottle for a crowd in the living room. What’s the best way to knock out a criminal?


A shot. Two to be safe.


I opened the whiskey beside the box with the gun, balanced it carefully as I poured. I followed my father’s advice: I took one shot, and then two to be safe.


I flicked the switch for the deck lights, darkness falling, and then hit every other light as I passed.


See? I wanted to say. I listen. I was paying attention. I stopped at his chair in the den, reaching for the reading lamp, last of all.


The only light left on was the one leading to the basement. The air was cooler in the stairwell, and I knew it would drop another few degrees at the bottom step.


My bedroom was on the lower level, with doors that opened directly to the outside. It was my mother’s idea—Hazel can take that room, she’s not afraid of anything. Which was not at all true when I was seven. For years, I’d stare at those sliding doors until I fell asleep each night, imagining all the things that might happen. But that claim of fearlessness became a state I tried to inhabit, an identity I eventually made my own.


My mother was always very persuasive.


I’d grown accustomed to the vulnerability down here, and when I got older, those doors worked in my favor instead.


My room was the smallest one—I wasn’t even sure it counted as a bedroom, since there wasn’t a closet. Over time, my things had steadily encroached throughout the lower level: a dresser in the hall with a mirror over the top, my desk in the rec space. Until I’d claimed it all, painting it, even, without asking.


It was still that same leafy green shade, which gave the impression that the space was larger than it was, even though it was dark, moody. There was a second set of sliding doors in the rec space, and the walls blended with the green outside, like there was no separation between outside and in. Even then I had a vision. Saw the way to optimize a place, turn a space into a home.


It sounded like a fan was running, and it took me a moment to realize it was the old desktop computer, on the desk pressed against the far wall of the rec space. I moved the mouse, and the monitor came to life. System Crash, the message read. I held the power button until the computer shut down, and the room fell fully to silence.


It was like a time warp, with the walls and the desktop and a cordless landline phone beside the television.


The sheer, gauzy curtains hanging at the sides of the glass doors swayed gently as I passed. The dimensions of the room felt off, somehow, like the ceiling was pushing lower. There was a growing collection of mismatched mirrors clustered together on the back wall, across from the glass doors, adding to the disorientation. There had been only two at Christmas—Dad said they lightened up the room in the daylight—but now there were five, eating up the majority of the wall space. They reflected different slices of me as I passed, distorting the whole.


The whiskey was catching up with me, or maybe it was the house. I brought my bag into the bedroom, slipped into my old daybed, and turned to my side, watching the sliding glass doors, like always.


I’d spent so many years like this, feeling prepared, instead of wary. Just waiting for something to happen. Craving the mystery, the danger, the adventure.


Back then I had naively believed they were all the same thing.


I knew much better now.









Chapter 3




66 Days without Rain


Sunday, May 19


9:00 a.m.


Precipitation: Zero





There was someone inside the house.


After a childhood spent within these walls, this awareness came from a feeling as much as evidence.


But there was that too.


A fluttering of something overhead when I exited the shower, like an animal had found its way inside a vent. Or as if something was sliding across the floor.


I stared up at the ceiling, remained perfectly still, held my breath. I was used to listening to houses, deciphering their nuances.


Nothing. And then: A deeper creak, like the pop of a floorboard. A footstep.


A person.


“Hello?” I called, though my voice came out hoarse. I finished pulling on my clothes, then went to the base of the steps, expecting Gage to poke his head into the stairwell at any minute.


There was no response, but if he had gone into one of the bedrooms, he probably wouldn’t have heard me. He might not have noticed my car in the garage either.


I crept up the stairs, not wanting to startle him. At the top of the steps, there was no sign of anyone else inside. Just the slanting sunlight coming in through the back windows that lined the kitchen and living room.


Through the foyer, I could see the dead bolt was still engaged on the front door. I frowned, then peered out the gauzy curtains of the den: no car.


A chill worked its way down my spine. I listened carefully: the old grandfather clock in the foyer; the drone of a boat engine somewhere out back.


Maybe it was just the settling house, left unattended for too long.


But then I heard it: the creak of a door, coming from somewhere inside—and then silence again.


My heartbeat picked up and the room hollowed out. I took three quick steps backward, toward the front door, my hand already reaching for it. How many empty houses ended up with people squatting inside, believing them abandoned?


I flipped the lock, opened the door, heard the rustling of leaves blowing across the drive.


“Who’s in here?” I called, bolder than I felt. I already had one foot outside, ready to run.


The door creaked loudly this time, rapid footsteps rounded the corner, and I had about half a second to prepare myself for the surprised smile of my niece, before she launched herself into my arms.


“Skyler,” I said, practically laughing in relief. I held her tight, smoothing the blond hair on the back of her head, my hand still faintly shaking from the surprise.


“I didn’t know it was you,” she said, burying her face into my neck. I felt the tremble in her arms, the rapid-fire heartbeat in her ribs.


“Hello, favorite girl. I didn’t mean to scare you,” I said, laughing again, trying to shake the nerves loose.


“You didn’t scare me,” she said, wide blue eyes peering out from under her overlong bangs. She slid down from my hip, brushed the hair back from her shoulders, crossed her arms. I couldn’t help grinning. Skyler might’ve inherited her father’s features, but she had definitely gotten the defiance and attitude from her mother.


“Well, you scared me,” I said. “Where’s your dad?” They didn’t live too far—on the other side of Mirror Highway, partway up the slope of the bowl—though I couldn’t imagine he’d let a six-year-old hike down here alone, crossing the road just before a blind curve.


“On the way. They’re carrying the boxes,” she said.


“How did you get inside?” I asked. The garage door was still closed. The front door had been locked.


Her eyes drifted toward the front of the house. “Grandpa showed me a trick,” she said, smile coy.


“Did he, now?”


She leaned closer, as if preparing to tell me a secret. “The garage window,” she whispered.


I pictured a lock that didn’t latch. Another project to add to the list.


A shadow appeared in the doorway, and then Caden stepped inside, wearing brown work boots and jeans, a gray shirt with the logo of our local brewery.


“Look who’s here,” Skyler said, as if presenting a magnificent discovery.


“I can see that,” he said with a tight smile. “Lucky us.” Caden’s face gave nothing away. The tops of his cheeks were red, and he brushed his brown hair off his forehead, like he’d been playing a game of pickup basketball, instead of trudging a stack of boxes down the hill.


“I thought she was a monster,” Skyler said, which made her father let out a real belly laugh, easing the tension. “She surprised me.”


“This one is always full of surprises,” he said, dropping the pile of flattened boxes just inside the foyer, letting them slide to the floor, as if searching for the most inconvenient spot. “Speaking of, what are the rules now, Hazel? Do I have to knock first?”


I ignored him, even as he reached into the front pocket of his jeans and pulled out a single key. He held it between us, like an offering, or a dare.


Jamie appeared suddenly from behind. “Hi, Hazel,” she said absently. And then, to her daughter, “I told you to wait.”


She swept into the room, all business this time. Jamie’s long hair brushed against my neck as she air-kissed my cheek, a pretense of affection. I didn’t know whether I’d misinterpreted her intentions at the memorial, to have me here. I couldn’t read her the way I used to.


Jamie used to have choppy bleached-blond hair, cut razor-sharp to her shoulders. She used to have a stronger edge, a slicker style. In school, she’d sold fortunes, before moving on to cigarettes, and occasionally whatever else she could dig up in her mother’s medicine cabinet. She’d worn bold patterns, mismatched styles, Goodwill vintage layered with boutique-sale finds, a combination that somehow worked on her. She used to say exactly what was on her mind, no matter the audience or situation. She used to be my best friend. We’d been drawn together since middle school—a spark to a firecracker, my dad used to say. I never knew which of us was which.
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